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Still a need for help
Hurricane Katrina\ high \Yinds and high \\ aters ha,·e ended, but the s\\·ath of destruction
the storm sliced through the Gulf Coast has not , ct been healed.
~

/

Last fall, Michigan Law accepted nine la"· student\ from
\Jew Orlcam so that they could continue their legal
,tudics "hile their o\\·n schools, shut do" n by storm
damage, repaired and prepared to resume operation. In
addition, indi, iduals and groups of la\\ students

the

Black La\\ Student Alliance worked with Habitat for
Humanit~ on a project for displaced people during
Michigan La"\ spring break this ;·car

ha, e done

Hiluntl'er. \\ork in the stonn -ra, aged area. One group
of 14 la\, students spent the \\'eek of their spring break
in late Februar} -carl;· March \\ orking to alle, iate
,torrn suffering in the Gulfport, Mississippi, area.
1-Ierc, the organi/cr of the group, "·ho graduated onl;
a fc" months later, recounts the experience, and two
members of the group, \\ ho arc returning to Michigan
La,\ thi, fall to continue their studies, reflect on their
"ork ,Yith the \ ictims of nature and man in the "ake of
the storm. Significant ,up port of Michigan La,\' efforts
to assist storm , ictims came through a generous gift
from

J. Alan Galbraith, '66.
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Spring break: Gulfport, Mississippi
The author

of the jollowin9

essay or9anized and led
a 9roup

of 14 Michi9an

Law students who spent
their sprin9 break this
year workin9 with the
Mississippi Center for
Justice's (MC}) new <jfice
in Biloxi to help victims

of Hurricane Katrina . The
Jackson, Mississippi-based
MC} is headed by
Michi9an Law 9raduate
Martha Ber9mark, '73 .
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On

BySarahBookbinder

February 28, I \\·aited in the parking lot as 13 Michigan Law
students- I Ls, 2Ls, and 3Ls from every region of the country- landed at
the tiny airport in Gulfport, Mississippi. The airport itself was an indication of the destruction that Hurricane Katrina had caused in the small city,
and of what the week would bring: As the plane pulled up to the gate the
students could see that some of the outer walls were still missing and were
patched with plywood, and the rental car offices had been relocated to
little trailers around the airport. Fallen, rotted branches lined the runways
and adjacent parking lots. As I waited anxiously in my rented mini-van to
meet these students, who had chosen to spend their spring breaks volunteering here, I was hopeful that they would learn as much from the their
experience working in the Gulf area as I had over the previous few months .
I myself had arrived a few days earlier and revisited New Orleans,
where I had volunteered with two legal organizations over Christmas
vacation . Having interned in the South during my 2L summer, I had spent
time in courts and prisons in Louisiana just weeks before the storm.
After watching the aftermath of the hurricane on the news in Ann Arbor,
I was anxious to return to the region and help in any way that I could. In
November, I learned of a newly formed informal network of law students
called the Student Hurricane Network that was placing other law students
with legal organizations in the Gulf area . I joined them for two weeks,
working with the Louisiana
Capital Assistance Center and
New Orleans Legal Assistance,
and then volunteered to serve
in a leadership position for the
spring semester.
After I returned to Ann
Arbor in January, several
students approached me and
asked me to organize a trip
over spring break. Working
with fellow law students
on the Student Hurricane
Network, we decided to
volunteer in Mississippi
because our spring break
coincided with Mardi Gras, a
famously unproductive work
week in New Orleans.
Like the people of New
Orleans, many of the residents
of Mississippi are desperately
in need of legal assistance for
a range of problems including
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illegal evictions and rent gouging
(because standing property is now such
a scarce commodity), family and custody
issues that have arisen with family
members dispersed all over the country,
and denials from FEMA (Federal
Emergency Management Agency) for
funding and trailers. However, despite all
of these new problems, there are only a
handful of legal services lawyers left in
the Gulf, as many have lost their homes
or offices and have relocated away from
the coast.
After a series of meetings for all
law studen'ts, during which I explained
the dire need for legal assistance in the
Gulf, I faced an overwhelming amount
of student interest in volunteering. I
garnered support from Assistant Dean
Charlotte Johnson, '88, and received
a generous grant of funding through
Dean Evan Caminker for the trip, which
covered our airfare and ground transportation.

•••
On our first night, after renting a
few more cars and piling in our luggage,
we headed to our home for the week:
the First Methodist Church of Gulfport.
The church minister had generously
offered to allow us to stay on the floors
of the Sunday school classrooms for free.
This was vital to the success of our trip,
as all of the standing hotels and motels in
the Gulf housed local residents who had
lost their homes. Just around the corner
from our church a skeleton of a church
that was nearly demolished by the
hurricane stood three stories high over a
pile of rubble, supported only by a few
stubborn beams. Across the street was a
dirty beach lined with concrete foundation slabs and shrapnel, though just a few
months ago it was a bustling shoreline of
beachfront bed and breakfasts, casinos,
and seafood restaurants.
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•••
On Monda) morning we met with
the lawyers with whom we would be
working. One was Dita McCarthy, a legal
services lawyer who had lost her office
in the hurricane and was working out of
the new Biloxi office of the Mississippi
Center for Justice (MC]), a Jacksonbased legal organization run by Michigan
alumna Martha Bergmark, '73.
McCarthy and MCJ attorney Reilly
Morse explained how they were trying
to document all the damage to low
income housing in the Mississippi Gulf
Coast so that they can advocate and
possibly litigate on behalf of low income
renters who lost their homes entirely
or are living in unsafe housing conditions because of the storm. Although
Mississippi has given both federal and
state money to home owners who
suffered damage, the state had not yet
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done any survey of renters in similar
situations, and therefore had not granted
them any of the money that had been
specifically earmarked for housing.
Our task was to attempt to visit all
the low income housing in the cities
that make up the Mississippi Gulf
Coast, including Gulfport, Long Beach,
Pass Christian, Biloxi, Ocean Springs,
and Pascagoula. We were assigned to
document the condition of the housing,
to interview people about whether
their rents had been gouged since the
storm or they had been threatened with
eviction, and to inform them of their
options for legal assistance.
1

•••
We gathered maps and directions
and split up into three groups, each
headed to a different city. My group's
first destination was the Edgewood
housing project in Gulfport.
The Gulfport we had seen until then
was a middle class, predominately white
community that had suffered some
tragic losses but was still functioning.
But as we drove through the back streets
of the city, away from the formerly
upscale beachfront, we began to see the
landscape change to abandoned trailers
and partially destroyed shotgun houses,
sitting alone in overgrown, decaying
fields. The few people we saw were
African American. Indeed, over the next
few days of interviews, we hardly saw
any white faces.
Edgewood itself is what we would
soon learn is a typical southern
Mississippi housing project- several
three story brick buildings arranged on
a lawn. But here the lawns were covered
in rotting garbage- beer cans, dirty
diapers, plastic bags, and rotted kitchen

appliances piled high all over the dead
grass. Though blue tarps covered many of
the roofs, some had enormous, exposed
holes. The windows were broken and
we could see that the walls inside were
covered in thick, black mold. It looked
and smelled to us like it should have
been condemned.
But, as we parked our car, several
residents came out of their apartments,
and approached us eagerly. There were
senior citizens, teenagers, and toddlers
still living there, passing the days by
sitting on the stairs and wondering what
to do next. Although they had been
forced to pay full rent for a few months
after the storm despite the severe
damage to their homes, they were no
longer paying any rent, and had been
told to leave, but they had no place to
go. There were truly no housing options
for these people and so they were staying
in these disgusting apartments .

•••
Edgc,,·oml was a ~obering intro-

women had systematically been raped in
the bottom floor apartments after most
units had been abandoned .
Despite the shocking conditions and
hardships we encountered, people were
incredibly open and friendly toward us.
Many of them had not had any visitors
since the storm and were eager to show
us the gaping holes in their ceilings or
their backyards soaked with raw sewage.
We also heard some amazing stories.
Some people stayed in their flooded
apartments during the storm because
they had no means of evacuation . Others
hadn't seen their children since the
storm because the children had relocated
with their other parent and there was no
way to enforce custody rules now. But
the most common story was the lack of
attention from anyone who could help
and the hopeless lack of options for the
future .

•••
In a ~hort "cc k, I believe the 14
of us did make a small difference in

duction to the situation in the region.
Our experiences varied: In some cities
we found that about 80 percent of the
low income housing no longer exists at
all. In other cities, people were living
in squalor and still being charged for
rent, while some, like the Edgewood
residents, had been told to leave but had
no place to go. In the most frightening
complex that we visited, which was in
U.S. Senator Trent Lott's hometown of
Pascagoula, all of the 200 apartments
had been abandoned except for about
20 residents who remained . All of the
female residents were sleeping in the
top floor apartments, despite the fact
that the roofs had blown off and fully
exposed these women to rain, because
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these communities. We visited 110 low
income housing locations- every one
on our list . The lawyers now have a
complete and accurate picture of the low
income housing situation in the region,
and can use this evidence to demand
the resources and attention that these
residents deserve . We also gave the
residents a chance to tell their stories to
a patient and interested audience, and to
learn more about how they could get the
specific help they needed.
But as with most community service
projects, my group got at least as much
out of the experience as the people
we were trying to serve. Many of the
students had never set foot inside of a
housing project or seen first hand the
realities of a four -person legal services

office, and at the end of each day many of
our dinner conversations focused on the
gross disparity in resources and the racial
segregation of the communities.
At the same time, we met some of the
most dedicated, tireless lawyers, who
continue to do their best to represent
as many people as possible, despite the
seemingly infinite need for help. I believe
that being exposed to such a stark
example of both the power of the law
and the lack of legal resources for the
poor will affect the practice of law for
all of these students, no matter whether
they pursue careers in the public or
private sectors.
In the short term, there is already talk
among many of the students of returning
to the region next year, as it is clear that
many of these problems will remain for
years to come. I myself graduated last
May, and though I am originally from the
Northeast, I now intend to practice law
in the South. There are simply too many
wonderful people there, and too much
good legal work to be done, to turn
away now.

Sarah Bookbinder, '06, is ori9inally from
Boston and attended Barnard Colle9e in New
York City. Afier colle9e she remained in New
York, where she worked for the city as an
investi9ator

ef police misconduct. Last summer

she interned at the Southern Center for
Human Ri9hts in Atlanta, and is now clerkin9
for Federal Jud9e John T. Nixon in the Middle
District efTennessee. In May she was 9iven the
Law School's Jane L. Mixer Memorial Award,
an annual award presented to students who
have made the 9reatest contribution to activities desi9ned to adi•ance the cause
justice.
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Like Ground Zerofor mile after mile after mile
By Andrew T. Wakefield
Da) 1: Flying into Gulfport, one can see some piles of debris, blue
plastic roofs, and even some small areas still flooded. I arrived a few
hours before the rest of the U-M group, and while waiting I struck up
a conversation with a parking attendant on duty. He told me that he
rode out Hurricane Katrina from his trailer just north of Gulfport and
although he "only" had about three feet •.vorth of water damage, he knew
a lot of people whose homes were destroyed, as well as people who
lost their lives. Many people left before Katrina hit, but many others
stayed and faced the inevitable, not realizing just how big and devastating
Katrina would become.
Driving through Gulfport to the church that will be our home for the
next week, we see stores, restaurants, churches, and offices open, lots of
traffic, and people out and about, all of which seem to hide the devastation. Yet we also pass large piles of debris, completely destroyed homes,
others still standing with the blue FEMA plastic roofs, mounds of trees
and brush uprooted, and boarded up buildings. There's nothing to say
about the destruction, and I found that we all reacted with silence.

This essay is excerpted from
the report the author wrote
to describe his experiences
workin3 in the Gulfport,
Mississippi, area durin3
his sprin3 break
from Michi3an Law.
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I'm really excited for the coming
week and look forward to using my legal
education for something "real", but I can
only imagine what we'll actually witness
through our work with the Mississippi
Center for Justice.
Mid-week

We've now been working on the
Mississippi Center for Justice's housing
survey project for a few days, and I'm
still in awe of the destruction around us,
as we drive from complex to complex
through southern Mississippi. There is
remarkable difference in the current
condition of many of the apartment
complexes we have encountered. While
some sustained tremendous damage,
such as a broken roof from wind and
falling trees, many feet of flooding,
and broken windows, they are almost
completely repaired and occupied
by tenants; other complexes, which
may have sustained the same levels of
damage, still look like they haven't been
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touched since the hurricane ended,
even though people continue to live in
them. I saw a woman's apartment in one
complex that was infected with ants and
roaches, especially in the kitchen, and
still had the same moldy carpeting that
had been under water when the unit
flooded. She pointed out to me that her
landlord had repainted her living room
walls, yet you could still see the bulging
water marks. This woman, as well as the
other tenants of the complex, was poor
and black, and it seems as though most
of the apartments we've seen in need
of the most work are those occupied by
poor African Americans.
Driving along highway 90 from Cadet
Point to Gulfport, I was amazed by the
enormity of the destruction along the
entire route. And this is six months after
the hurricane I can't even imagine
what it looked like the morning after. All
I could think of was that if you were to
stop on the highway and look at perhaps
a block's worth ofland, this must be
comparable to what Ground Zero looked
like right after the World Trade Center
attacks. Yet, here, this block's worth of
destruction extends mile after mile after
mile. And after a while, I found myself
becoming desensitized because it all
looks the same- block after block of
severely damaged buildings, large piles
of debris, and torn and twisted trees and
brush.
Despite the seeming hopelessness,
I'm inspired by residents who, although
they have suffered more loss than I may
ever know, do what they can to better
their condition, rather than simply
wait for help that seemingly will never
come. One such resident is Ms. Prince,
whom I met at an apartment complex
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in which probably only half of the units
were habitable, while many others were
boarded up and had severe roof damage.
Ms. Prince's unit has a huge hole in
the ceiling outside of its front door,
lacks heating or air conditioning, and
has moldy carpeting. She told me that
although her landlord has repaired many
of the problems of her neighbors' units,
she feels that her landlord has purposely
refused to fix her unit's problems
because she is a foreigner. Ms. Prince
also said she was denied any financial
assistance from FEMA, has been forced
to pay higher rent since Katrina, and has
not been able to leave because she has
no means of transportation since her car
was destroyed by the storm.Yet she has
worked to repair and clean up her unit,
and while I was speaking with her she
was bleaching her carpet to remove the
mold. She has filled her apartment with
beautiful flowers, albeit it plastic flowers,
which add wonderful color and character
to her unit. She said people like coming
over to her place because of her flowers,
and it was clear that she takes tremendous pride in them.

kids as well as she can, she has faith, and
she has worked really hard to clean up
her home. Yet, Katrina took everything
from her and she needs real help. It
was humbling to hear her survival story
and daily struggles, and I found myself
feeling so angry when she pointed out
the large hole in the part of the roof
above her son's bedroom, which had
only been covered with a blue FEMA
plastic cover in the past week. This
woman deserves more than what she
has, and she deserves more than what
her country has given her to rebuild her
life.

Andrew T. Wakefield be9ins his second
year

ef le9al studies thisfall. He earned his

bachelor's de9ree at Albion Colle9e.

Final reflection

Listening is so important but it also
felt useless at times. The people we met
need real help- they need repaired or
at least sanitary homes, new furniture
and appliances, financial resources, and
jobs. One woman told me that she and
her boyfriend each worked full time,
but since they could only find minimum
wage jobs, their combined income was
hardly enough to meet the increased
rent of their subsidized apartment after
Katrina. This woman seems to do everything right- she works, she raises her
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'I am amazed by all we have done and seen'
By Elizabeth W. Wiegman

The jollowin9
reflections are excerpted
from a journal the author
kept re9ardin9 her work
in the Gulfport,
Mississippi, area durin9
her sprin9 break from
Michi9an Law.
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I left the South nine m onths ago ,
before tragedy, destruction, and
mismanagement sent my adopted
homeland of Louisiana to the forefront
of everyone's mind. I watched CNN
coverage of the hurricanes as I moved
into my dorm room in the Lawyers
Club, and I ached to return to Louisiana.
I knew there was nothing I could do if I
were there, but I felt even more helpless
watching from 1,200 miles away.
I returned to the South for the first
time yesterday. I didn't know what to
expect. They say you can't go home
again, but for awhile I felt that I had.
Baton Rouge was relatively unscathed
by Katrina, the debris of a Mardi Gras
parade littered the streets, and my
friends welcomed me back as if I had
never been gone at all. Slowly, signs of
the subtle but pervasive influence of the
storms revealed themselves: a cab driver
from New Orleans who swore he would
not return, float slogans making jokes
about FEMA, talk of whether the crowds
were "coming back" for Mardi Gras .
As I drove the two-hour stretch from
Baton Rouge to Gulfport, Mississippi, I
began to see physical signs of the storm's
wrath. Interstate 12 runs parallel to
the coast, just a short distance from the
Gulf, and I saw large trees that still lay
where they had fallen in the wooded
areas to the side of the highway, and
towering light posts that used to illuminate the interstate now laying on their
sides in the grass.
I was the 11th of our group of 14
to arrive in Gulfport. We convened at
a Mexican restaurant, and over tortilla
chips and enchiladas, we planned for the
week. We bought some staple groceries

at the local Wal-Mart, and set up two
Sunday school rooms (one for the boys;
one for the girls) to be our home away
from home.
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Time seems to be alternately
creeping and flying by. I am amazed
bv all we have done and seen in three
d:ys in Mississippi. We have visited
countless apartment buildings, in every
condition from the pristinely perfect
garden apartments to the complexes that
are indicated only by the presence of a
concrete slab amidst the rubble. The
most disturbing arc those in betweencomplexes that are not inhabitable, yet
inhabited. We have seen an apartment
without a roof, in which four family
members were crowded into a small
living room, because the bedrooms were
exposed to the elements. We have seen
apartments infested with mold and rats,
driveways with potholes large enough
to fit a fair-sized child, windows broken
and boarded up. We have smelled the
migraine-inducing stench of sodden
and decaying buildings and raw sewage.
We visited an apartment ghost town in
which a 90-unit complex had about nine
lonely inhabitants, surrounded by gutted
apartments, trying to eke out a life
(while still paying full-price rent) in the
tattered remains of their homes.
I worry that I am already becoming
desensitized to the destruction around
us here in Mississippi. When we drive
through streets of rubble and the
remains of homes and businesses, I
look- I cannot avert my eyes- but
although I am saddened, I am not as
shocked as I was two days ago. The
destruction has started to feel normal
because it is ubiquitous.
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Now that I have been
back in Michigan for two weeks, the
true breadth of our group's mission
has become apparent. It was not just
to survey and gather data to help the
Mississippi Center for Justice, although
that made a big difference for the Center
and its clients. It wasn't only our role
as advocates and listeners to those who
had suffered and needed to tell their
stories to someone- anyone- who
was on their side, although I was glad
to be able to help fill this human and
emotional need as well. Another part
of our mission had little to do with
changing things in Mississippi, and much
to do with changing ourselves. The 14
Michigan Law students who traveled to
Gulfport gained an understanding that
one cannot achieve through television
and newspaper reports. We thought we
knew where we were going, but we
didn't understand it until we saw the
breadth of destruction, the emotion,
the hope and continuing despair, the
normalcy out of chaos, the uncertainty
and upheaval. We return to Michigan
with a new understanding we didn't
know where we were going, but now
we begin to understand where we
have been. The last, and possibly most
important part of our mission is to share
that understanding with others, and to
spread the word about the urgent need
for legal assistance in the Gulf. I hope
that, through these letters, I have begun
to do that.

Elizabeth W. Wiegman be9ins her second
year

ef le9al studies thisfall . She earned

her bachelor's de9ree at Indiana Universit_yBloomin9ton.

